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-'The soap opera "Mary Hartman, i.ary hartman" 
presents an interesting. new genre in television as 
4t defies the conventional standards and stereo-. 
types associated with daytime drama. The central 
character is not a dependent victim, but rather a 
survivor who indicates to her viewers the concept 
held ty advertisers and media nanag enent of then. 
A parody of the form of soap overa and a satire on 
American consumer society, "hary hartman, lary 
Hartman" reveals the social mythology which tends 
to oppress both men and women. 
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Mpa Y HANTKAN, PALY HALTIAN"s Ak ANALYS 18 
SATILE IN THE VIOLATION Of SUAF OrliiA ST TERPOTYEES 
ae : ‘ 

THT ODUCTICK 

Ferhaps the most successful venture of television's 
"second season" was the appearance of a non-network broadcast, 
serialized, pseudo-soap opera from the producer of "All In The 
Famiiy, u "The HRIE RE SONE » and "laude" to mention afew. Norman 
Lear’ s Mhary tartnan, “Mary Hartman" became the hit start of an 
idea rich new television senre.+ The show sehtevs on itS title 
character, a tense, complex, blue-collar, snall town, American 
consuner, wife, and mother. Such a character may appear at 
first to te too trite and too common to all of daytime tele- 
vision serials to deserve significant attention, yet iary's 
tragic state and her deproach to. Life lend a hunour to tne snow 
that is all too often atsent in its prototypes. . 

early one hundred years ago, Late Gantorn wrote that 
while the wit of men had long teen a subject for admiration and 
discussion, and was even then growins threadtare, the wit of 


. wonen 


wonen had ween almost utterly ignored and unrecognizec, 
often emerre as the victin of the joke as in the cartoon where 
a — watering his lawn turns to watch a vretty mini-skirted 
young woman walk past. In his distraction, he sprays his wife 
who has Leen sitting on the porch. As the presénter of the 
cartoon astutely olserved, a fantasy (the desire of married men 
to Philander) is presented as a joke and therefore does not 


seriously approach the secret dissatisfaction of the men. Women, 


in contrast, rarely tended to see anything funny in this type 


_—— 


za 


ef joke or cartoon as they understand its underlying meaning 
and true intent all too often finding themselves uncorfortably 
close to tne role of the sprayed wife. 3 

The description of the atove cartoon and its intent 


exemplifies woman as victin in the joke. Jessie Bernard has dis- 


cerned that joking and kidding along with playful insvlt ard 


teasing may involve non-comnunication, pseudo-communication aad 
mis-comnunication all at the sane tine.’ The wonan is a victin 
tecause she is uncertain of what to believe fron the teaser... 
When she has finally tecome thoroughly convinced, the joke is 
revealed and her emtarrassment vecomes the source of laughter. 

"Mary tartman, Lary qartman" can te valuvatle to bua 
student of languase as it exposes the foilles which have Leen 
conditioned in wonen: by society and ridicules the culture it- 
self rather than the product which has been created. An exarii- 
nation of currently sapdlar television soap operas reveals. that 
"Vary Kartnan, Lary kartman" defies their conventional form and 
philosophy. The show employs the use. of humour to support 
arguments and to construct statements which assess American 
society. In the view of this author, it is precisely this de- | 
fiance of (real etonal soap opera characterizations which allows 
"Hary Hartman, Mary Hartman" to demonstrate through irony a cise 
respect for stereotypical roles. hary iartman is a tragic fivure, 
ae she manarces to make her audience navel 

rior to the provision of specific exanples of stereo- 


type violation by “hary hartnman, Lary Hartman," and a close 


motivational analysis of the character of lary, it is first 


A oa 


necessary’ to discuss both the role of humour anc the construc~ 
tion and function of stereotypes in general and as they emerge 
in popular soap operas, as well as to provide background infor- 
mation on the show and its intent. 
FOLE Or EULOUR 
Disguised in trivia and nonsénse, Jokes may ve’ used 
to express profound truths and to release inner tensions. The 
joke can te socially constructive as it is a shared experience - 
for the participants while serving as a resistance against 
authority and.as an escape from the pressures of social instibin 
tions. Comedy serves to uphold as well as pester authority Ly 
making atsurd, ridiculous, or 1 Gzhable whatever threatens the 
social grter,? All comedy is highly moral as it seeks to unnask 
vices ty confrontation. mary confronts the consuner oriented 
soap opera viewer without hostility or derision, she mirrors 
their own tehavior to the extreme 41 order to benenten & re- 
cognition ae the power of social order,to emphasize ie need 
for change, and contribute to the inaccuracy in assessnent of 
the public by nadia and advertisers. she ridicules the exagse- 
rated manneris ms of the consumer under pressure to SOnSEnE in 
order to point up weakness in the systen. oe ee 
"Mary Hartman, cary wartnan" exposes the transgressions of 
actions without Sarttue into question the actions theris elves.” 
lary does not alienate her audience ty her woras and 


actions, rather, she instructs tnem by bringing their hidden 


conflicts to light throurh her life. The show 15 appealing 


0 


Si » one 
mys te : = ee 
because it is "slightly tent, 4 rough, and unpredictable, with 
the stark quality of real Life. horman Lear, who developed Pra, 
series, expressed his gratitigntion atout the feedback an the 
show to an interviewer seas the way the show had succeeded 
on two different levels... Those he expected to. take the shor 
seriously as. a soap opera were atle to pick up on the wate: 

; rarody aes. wate those who were viewing it as a fad were 
actually able to become involved with the’ ehareters,? rhe 
spoof on Hiddle-American folkways does not £0 unnoticed ty its 

. audience, the very people spoofed. The sheracteniZal Lone of the 
consumer conscious home nBKEE are not neant to deounde.. Lut to 
rose a probable reality ana: ‘nite words of heac writer -Ann 


‘Larcus to narody "...how the media presents the Arerican peovle 


wt pes 
to thenselves."° 


SOAP OLEMA GTERECTYIES | “8 
Overgeneralized teliefs which are tased on a limited 

set of experiences are termed as stereotypes. These stereotyyes 

reflect teliefs atout the personality traits of wonen and nen 


and are widely shared. stereotypes are, in fact, so widely 


shared, that their assumptions are Lelieved to apply to nearly 
all men and WOREH « 9 although Sasha on a core. of clear HAERONGR SEDs 
stereotypinc's overgeneralizations distort and exaggerate ‘to pro- 
duce the thin characterizations; which prevail on many daytine 8 


dramas. #omen in soap.operas are limited to certain areas of 


endeavor (mainly employment within the home) and certain tehaviors 


in order to comply with assumrtions atout woman's "natural role. 


y 


while evidence Supports the assertion that the stereotyres of 
men are more favorable than those of women, research indicates 
_ that both men and women tend to Le ‘evaluated ‘negatively when 
they deviate from the expected tehavior for their sex.)? hen 

as well as women suffer; alternative concepts toa suppostives. » 


nurturant role may te unimagined for women, tut the socializa- 


pease we _ te 


tion of the American male has closed off certair options for, 

him as well.?+ Traits such as tenderness, mene tay sey and the 
open jcenakoneien of emotions are strongly discouraged for nen - 
in our society. Soap operas, in general, structure their char- 
acters to reflect sex-role stereotypes, yet "Mary hartmun, hary 
Eartman" poses an interesting exception. Originally planned as 

a "not very tright beer-drinking slug" who was not very sensi- 
“tive and "sort of a redneck, "!1ary's hustand fom kartnan has — 

- evolved to transcend the John dayne-"pather Knows Best™ comtina- 
tion to emerge aS'a man trapped Ly the spre soniweid pressures 
which confine ary. ke has been reduced to a powerless little : 
toy as he works on .the assembly line ty the sane suledcand 
peniiabicas that confine ary to the kitchen.}3 Tom is unatle 

to cope with his #tbaativa, managing “tears , he resents then, 
and his failure to identify the source of his protlems renders 
him, incapable of helping Lary with hers (as "Father iinows Best") 
or protecting her (as John dayne ) from the outside world. ion's 
attempt to achieve the masculine sex-role gtureniyse causes him 
an unhappiness which he will neither admit nor confront. Sueh 
behavior, as it will te discussed later (i this paper, presents 


a radical deviation from the soap'opera norm of male lead char- 


acterizations. - °° | 7 


Frerhaps it is Tom's desperate failure to actvalize 
the stereotype: that has attracted equal nunber of men’ and wo- 


nh Tom does not 


men viewers to "ary Eartman, Mary Eartman. 
seize the time, he allows himself to be a victim of his 
society. A victim of "performance anxiety", Tom turns to a 
payroll clerk, but their short-lived affair results in venereal 
disease and further protlems with iary. Successful in. his bid 
for union election, Tom fails to expose corruption because it 
ie kee entrenched” in the power system. Although he defies the 
soap opera norn, Ton's victimage deprives his character of 
humour ; tary is comic because she realizes Shae wowetHine is 
wrong, that something ‘is nissing from her environment, Wut 
unatle to make such an assessment Tom tragically allows him- 


self to te caught up in societal: expectations. 


/ 


According to a report compiled in 1972 ty the Lational 


Crganization for Women HKedia Tesk force, Ton hartman is a def- 
inite exception to the prevailing male lead character in. soap 
operas. The group surveyed twelve and one-half hours of soap 
peer programming in ‘onder to determine the differences in the 
weys in which characterizations of geluten and oo were 
treated. honitoring indicated that males were sevieeed er 
rational, independent, advice-giving professionals (quite juns 
like assent ly line worker Ton), Wale women were soxbnayel as 
anoblone’ Holiseilipas, mothers, or girl friends who sought and 
- received advice fron males. Women were more often portrayed as 


as teing mentally or emotionally disturLed as compared to men, 


2 4 / ei 


Qe - 
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ee, | 


“only teen two cases of aiaracters experi€ncing mental or emo- 


and their protlems were the major focal point of the storyline. 
These problems were fourid to te almost always related to the 
women's love ‘lives, diephed Henien, or children. . 

Advice seeking 15 an important part of the "ary Karte 
hay Baeny hartman" show, and perhaps the aren in atch it differs 
most distinctively from the conventional soap orera. heey has ° 
identified "communicating" as:her "thing" and is the primary 
advice giver on the program. She has even recently volunteered 
with a local help line, and davinw a special red phone installed 
in her. kitchen, she dispenses advice while making coffee and 
cleaning dounbex tops. her younger sister Cavny pnunway and 
neighbor Loretta taggers are her close confidants. hary B{ReMESeS 
her problens with these women, ue weswadieaw oe their advice 
she makes a final ee alone, whether it be to serve freeze- 
cried instead of regular instant coffee, or to meet Sarreant 


° 


Dennis Foley for an extra-marital relationship. 

The male shvasbers are not rational, inderendent 
professionals on "hary Kartman, lary Eartman", a eee have 
tional disturtance and both have been male. hireteen year old 
Cavey Jessup murdered the entire Lombardi family along with 
iiete edent chickens and two goats, and later held hary hostarce 
in an alandoned Chinese laundry for a ransom of amnesty and a 


trand new +orsche Carrera. iary later attributed his aLberant 


anti-social tehavior to low tlood sugar. The second disturted 


- person was lary's Grandfather, uaymond Larkin, who was arrested 


os 


‘as the notorious ".‘ernwood / chio ar 4 slasher." Grandpa Larkin 


was released with a ‘conditional suspended sentence, ReOvided 

he agree to treatment by a psychiatric social worker, the was 

a woman. Charlie Lageers, Tom's co-worker at the autonotive 
nlant ard Loretta's hustand, is a forty-six year old agi who 
sees no way out of his environnent. iis hopes hinge on pro- 
moting his twenty-three year old second-wife as a country and 
western Singer. Dependent on Loretta; Charlie allows her dreams 
to also tecome his eo. ‘that he may share in her achievenents. | 
simdliarly, Mary's father George shumway, who is also employed 
at the sane automotive plant as the other two men, finds his 
last drean shattered in his unsuccessful bid for union office. 
Ruowna is the total victim, he has teen ceaten by the systen © 


and it kas left hin cynical and Litter. Lartha, hary's mother, 


attempts to remind her hustand of his former antitions, Lut 


ee 4 : . 
meets with no success. 
Althourh "Lary Hartman, hary Hartman" does conform 


to a traditional portrayal of women employed within the home 


nite men work at outside decurations, the conversation pene 


of the characters differ markedly fror. the usual present in day- 
pie dramas. The rod task coxee found that, over seventy-five 
percent st _the male conversations had to do with Lusiness and 
professional affairs, while all of the sdaverentions tetween . 


16 


fenales related to. romantic, har ital, or family affairs. The 
non-professional status of the male lead characters on "Lary 
Hartran, lary Hartman" perhaps Lest explains the atsence of 


work related conversations. i.ore accurately, as Tom iartman 
‘ * - 


. es 1 


~ 


j 


: Le 


outside ‘the Hote. but the work in which they engage is uninter- 


ae 


’ 


_deseribed his jot,"What is there to think atout: puttine- two 


screws ra a. ene light all day long?" Ken in the show may work : 


esting, ‘unchallenging, and junworthy of any additional time other . es 


than that it takes to perform the task itself. Therefore,. male #7 


conversations are usually ‘presented as taking place ona Lreak 
wie - 
or at Lunch in the employee cafeteria. ‘Narital protlems (or the' 


ees of them as in Charlie's saw ‘Bredoninate, with other 


eeues such as jalcoholisn and homosexuality occasionally Leing 


- 


- 


presented. 


As a Amines is the central character of pe series, 
there is greater emphasis on her interactions with others. :e- 
male conversations usually occur sy wary's kitchen and like the ’ 
ex hanges between) males y/ are concerned with marital protlens : . 


Eowever, the conversations tetween my women Bhpes= current 


ABBUEY to a greater extent than those of ‘the men With porno- 


. graphy in the media, exploitation ty rorticians, -Gestruction 


of the ozone SEY? ty aerosol propellants, Sensitivity training, 
and\ religion geceiving attention and’ often serving as a theme 
for EPLECUSe: to come. The vrorular thene of total ace ed cy 
the married woman on her hustand is eines totally absent in 
"rary Hartman, Mary Lartman," another feature trat distinfuishes 
the show from the traditional soap operas. Charlie depends on 
Loretta as the key to escdpe his toring routine, ary pulls fiom’ 


through his crises, Cathy lavnnaed almost instantaneous recovery 


after each troken engagenent and artha turns to her gaurhters - 


t= | ad 


La 


t 
| ‘ ‘ 10 


“ * ~ 
es an, 


A 
and nore recently, ‘to a | netghborhood astrologist for surrort. 


U 


extrasmarital affairs have consistently teen areas : 


ee Be 


of attention” and enntusia rod the BORP Lae as have the con-. 


. sequences of divorce and child’ custody. As determined by the 


| a, 
NCW survey, rried women whose hustands were shown as. havins 


love affairs (or who were overly involved to the detriment of 
. 1 the dentin seine shown as totally incapatle of coping with 

\ ‘ the protien. Divorce was often not an alternative to these 

oa? women as they feared losing their (usually role) children, yet 


male characters never expressed similiar conce-ns.t? 


oy 


2. \ While the area of extra-narital relationshifs is 


included in chey hartnman, lary tartnan," the treatme t offers 

such a radical deviation that it emerges as hurnourous. “om's 

affair with, payroll clerk Iiae Glinski did not render hary 

unaLle to core with the peat ty around hers When lary meets 

i.ae she offers to GAN Tom up -tecause she doesn't want hin any 

more “and there's no sense in letting him go to waste." When - . \ 
.. Tom dhangees his mind and decides to break:off the relationship 


% 


F ithe tet to try to work out \his ae with nary, a forlorn. 
and lonely Hae tales she of sleeping pills and then 


visits ary, as she considers hary her only friend. i.ary sayes 
‘nae's life Ly walking the much larger woman around her kitchen, 
making coffee, and calling & doctor. Lary advises lac and then 
arranges a neetin® = the woman who’ would have LEen Lore 
eiuyed as an eneny and rival in a traditional soap opera, and 


" her second husiand, the man iiary feels Mae still loves. 


11 


A reverse of the situation, however, nearly cestroys 

Tom. On learning of :ary's trief affair with Lennis roley, Tom 
first threatens roley with physical violence, ana failine in 

his threat, resorts to excessive drinking. l'e leaves lary 
phate he wants a divorce, loses his job as a result of 
drinking while at works, and bungles an attempt by the kagreers 

to be aines hin with kary. heather, the iiartman's twelve year 

old daugiter, favors divorce so that hér father will-have to 
taxe her goneplace special every saturday. she warns. her mothe: | 
that if rary doesn't want to end up like darren Beatty in 
"Shanroo", with no one, she had test cone to terms with the sit- 
vation. heather Spends nost of her time at elther her crand- 
‘yarents 's home or with her friend ‘Trudy, and , does not figure 
tieariaitekpus the force which would affect the decision ef one 
her rarents rerardine aiwarees 0 . 

, Wary Hartman, lary hartnan" viewers can care for the 

characters in the series as they present a resyonse to the abe 
_ surdities with which viewers are wecnatoned. the show examines : * 


el workins class resrone to their lives, and dranatizes that 
i 


theie pases notivated Ly icader's Birost, abLirall ‘Van 
_uren, conmercials, and 6i' course, SOAP orezas. Although lary 
and her suprortine characters do not present the stock one- 

dimensional types which ‘have cone to be expected fron Soy bine 
television, ee intricate interplays they manage to 
construct a prokable TeaLLty which emerfes. as nore real tne 


~, 


realisn. Mary : ‘nvtmar, nary Lartman" sbeebs peoot aurht 


ur in an attempt to achieve appropriate sex-role identities 


) : pe 
. : ‘ . ‘ a 
: 
‘ ‘ . 
: Pai ne 


‘ ; & oe 12 
and corstantly falling short of their foals. | 

Louise EABSGES the actress who portrays hary Lartman, \ 

expresses the motivation of her character as an attempt to . | 
both identify and deal with human problens, problems which . y 
would continve to exist even if the way in which men and women 
were brousht up was changed. lary may ‘be passive and vulnerable, / 
tut Lasser considers such characteristics as important to any- 


one, as an attempt to supress them denies humanity itself. the ‘ 


an oninion that differences Letween men and women have Leer. stressed ‘ 


* 


: * too uel contritutes to lasser's portrayal of iary:" Its tine 
now to discuss the Similarities Letween nen and women. lhere's 
a part in all of us that's ‘needy."t© Lasser's lary exposes the 
myths of American society because she is not assertive in her Pe 


dJenail of then, Lut: chooses instead to aiide Ly their rules. 
Vota , 
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LAY DAR TSAL A CONIC SLEVIVO: 
Lary iartman is a wonan wha {1s strivine for the in- 


oO rossitle, but who will, in the final analysis, survive all of 
the trials which she meets ‘in her life. dhile her cateroriza- 
tion as a "survivor" may be denied acknowledvenent.as truly 
tragic kerolism, Lary is still heroic as her success anc failures 
in her attenrt fe survive present the viewers with insirhts into 
their own struncles?’kary is o territle trousle, even fora 
soat opera. © A sense of desperation underlies her atterpt ,to 

is Live “wreneeay, her aprons are spotless, puffy sleeved dresses 


“. “and -traids make her look lixe a small child :osing as a clown, : 


her intuition is keen although her intelligence is vased on | 


leader's Direst and tanily Circle. vary wants to grow up, but 
14 


13 


she has teen led to ktelieve that she can only do so iy the 

rules, the sane, rules which keep her dressed as a child and a ‘ 
which inhibit the wonan fron emerging. A child-woman, Lary nust . 
grow un Lefore she cracks up.7t haised to telieve in the system 

with all its benefits, iary is still a sood little gird who 

can't, really understand why aravythine is falline apart around 

ae 


her.“* She has played by, the rules, but was never taurht to 


.consider the possitility that she still might lose. Director 


Joan barlins feels that the character of rary hartman 4s some- 
one who 1s "...under total: tcnbatdnent Ly everything... che 2 
a cartoon of everyone who bousht the systen hook, line, and 
sinker ahs tried. to live it."*3 In asreenent with Darling P 2s ge 
ee Pees president of the Los Anreles charter of NOW and as 

current aide to Norman ad Virginia Carter. Carter sces in 

inary the foisles anu confusions of condeie wiv ls causent up in 

the very fiber of the system, although tary may be struggling: 

she's part-of what she's struggling, against.** | 


nary Earctman's involvement in the system which results 


in her own oppression is even more serious Lecause of her ‘alility 
to take everything at face value. vhe has Leen so etfectively 
conditioned ty the consumer culture that sne.can ask a reéyorter - . 
in her iovie for the first time to gain information on a recently 7 
murdered fanily, if he notices any Myaxy yeliow vuildup." on her 

kitchen floor. lary tuys all the right products, cléans and 

scruts her home onia rigid schedule, takes out litrary books 

to try to te a more interesting sex vartner, works at Leine a 


rood wife and mother ty the policies set out Ly Lr’. Joyce Brothers, / : 


ae 


‘ 
~ 
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and waits for happiness to find her.) caw Seen Peer 
inadequate tecause the: Bure aren't always frightened into 
running away Ey the haid spray, or tecause she can't see her. 
reflection in the plastic dish detergent container. ner accute 
epee tis has distérted hary's own perce;tion of herself; 
she is unaware of herself in time and space, so unaware that 
she 1s saved from teing truly tragic, and emerges instead as 
a humourous parody of Khe DROUIERE OF her situation. Lary is 


caurht in trauma, tut is determined to survive in’ a world that 


27 ° 


may not Le worth Surviving for. ~ ° 7 
CONCLUSIONS 
eo Naive and confused, Lary: hartman BRnEEeS to avoid 


the characterization. ‘of rost of the ropular soap orera female 


s 


rlead characters tecause she can not nay cee. to cole, Lut: 
she will survive. Through lary, the viewing audience, can see 
how they are also caught in a system’ to which they have con- 
ivavated and continue to support, but that responds to, then i 
by. relegating ther to certain precede ee ined role prescrited 
. Lehaviors, lary COnrronts: her life situation with a. EpPEey 
mixture of strength Bhd Vulnerability to prompt audience con- 
cern for her out-of -synch life. Conversations watiedl Lary and 
Tom register an emotional Anpact that is rare in ie BOS) ore:a. 
The Fartmans are aware that their life ee have not 
teen realized, and protatly =e never te attained. ehey cefie 


conventional. Sodp opera siminakipes in order to examine the 


lives of men ang women who are caurht in the pressures of 


16- 
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trying to achieve societal expectations. The overstatement of 
the situations adds the humour which allow "ary Hartman, Mary 
hartman" to present the Kiddle-american: life without mockery 
or derision. Carolyn hellly of the ban Francisco Commission on 
the status of women contends that lary 1s not offensive to her 


viewers as she embodies the American spirit. The Commission 


ad journs their meetings promptly at 10:30 p.m. in order’ to allow 


members sufficient time to arrive home and watch the show .°9 
Lary is more than the national Spirit to Lasser, she see the 


character as the personification ‘of tie poate iitesation rrotlens 


of American wonen. Through her portrayal of sary nartnan, the 


actress hopes to demonstrate that the, only real limitations on 
worfen are emotional ores. 


"hary Lactman, hary Lartman" shows’ the anerican con- a 


& 


od 


“sumer what advertisers anc the media management think of them. 


AS the consuner is generally portrayed as a wonan, hary's satire > 


of home makes tehavior demonstrates the manipulative intent of 


- advertisers. without 6rlti¢csizing the women who are led to Le- 


lieve that they must buy the products in oder to have napry, 
successful lives. Lary's unconscious role in‘her own. or pression 
creates a. ‘poignant sense of the manner in which pre-detecminec 


societal expectations condition ind ividvals to forsake initiative 


and originality. . Throvsh her distorted and comic reflection of 


society, and in her defiance o! uccefted Soap orera traditions, 
lary accurately presents the failings of society. lather tkan 


an insult,. she is an indicator of the need Yor change. 
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